Boise State University

ScholarWorks
MDS/BAS 495 Undergraduate Capstone
Projects

Student Research

Summer 2022

The Graduate’s Dilemma: Transitioning from Academic Life into
the Professional World
Colton L. Robinson
Boise State University

The Graduate’s Dilemma

1

The Graduate’s Dilemma: Transitioning from Academic Life into the Professional World
Colton L. Robinson
Boise State University

Author Note
Department of Multidisciplinary Studies, Boise State University
coltonrobinson851@u.boisestate.edu

2
Abstract
Examines the issue of college students finding employment after graduation. Investigates
the disconnect that exists between employers and job candidates, and why each have a different
understanding of the situation. Provides job-seeking graduates and employers a big picture view
of the situation and provides solutions to help bridge the gap between the two parties for more
productive interactions.
Keywords: college graduate, job market competition, soft skills
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Introduction
For many decades, college students have faced similar challenges. Among the most
important of these shared challenges is the transition from academic life to the professional
world. Students have always faced some roadblocks while attempting to shift themselves from
the world of classrooms and professors into the world of professional work. This problem,
although being nothing new, has grown seemingly more prevalent in the past decade. As stated
in a publication for the American Journal of Business Education, “Today’s college graduates
face an uncertain and demanding job market in which they are likely to encounter evolving skill
needs, reduced hiring, and heightened competition” (Eisner, 2010). The conversation
surrounding the topic has become more mainstream, and although the original problem persists,
some of the topics and questions on the matter have shifted. The matter is not a particularly
simple issue, and many don’t understand the full scope of the situation.
A disconnect exists between many employers and graduates as well that exacerbates the
problem. A statistical study performed by Andras Farkas revealed that the skills employers look
for most in college graduates are communication, the ability to act ethically, the ability to learn
new things, and the ability to coordinate with a team. Students were then asked to rate how well
their institution of education promoted competency in those skills. The study revealed the largest
differences between student competency and employer expectation were for the following skills:
ability to act ethically, capacity to learn new things, and ability to apply knowledge (Farkas,
2007). These were the very skills the employers were looking for. This disconnect has led to
confusion in the area, and frustration from both employers and graduates.
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An Innovative Approach
The issue of college graduates struggling to transition into the professional world has
long been a conversation. However, much of the information on the topic is simple and narrow in
vision. Broad scoped questions needed to be asked, such as: are there skills, attributes,
credentials, or intangible improvements graduates can make to help them better connect with
employers and professionals? The problem with much of the information on the issue is that it is
focused largely on small, marketable tricks and gimmicks that could potentially make a graduate
stand out in the job market by miniscule margins. These tricks include things like formatting a
resume a certain way, uploading a quality photo to a LinkedIn profile, and little conversation
tricks to use in an interview. The information is largely comprised of small tricks and doesn’t
seek to understand the big picture and inform the reader of real improvements that could be made
that would yield tangible results.
The perspective from employers is also not in line with that of the graduates. Information
pertaining to the candidate-seeking employers revealed that employers were often also frustrated
with the situation, albeit for different reasons. Employers have found for many years and, once
again, more so in recent years, that potential candidates often do not have the desired skills that
companies are looking for. This only broadens the disconnect between the employers and the
graduates, who both seem to have a misunderstanding about the situation as a whole.
The goal of this research is to provide information to graduates on the bigger picture,
rather than focusing on tricks and gimmicks, as well as bridge the gap between the employers
and graduates. To meet these ends, I spoke to recent graduates who provided their first-hand
thoughts on the matter. As well as speaking to graduates, a hiring manager for a company was
consulted to provide insight on the opposite perspective. Professional studies published in
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journals were also used as a means of seeing relevant data on a large scale. These sources of
information were both large and small, fell onto both sides of the dynamic, and provided a fullyfledged view of the entire situation.
Emotional Intelligence
This situation can be cause for immense strain on college graduates. Many graduates find
themselves burdened with large student loans, and upon nearing graduation, discover that finding
a well-paying job, particularly in their desired field, is not as easy as they’d hoped. For many
students, finishing up the final months of college is particularly difficult. One recent graduate I
spoke to, who graduated out of Boise State in the Spring, said that graduation felt like a ticking
time bomb. Not only was he concerned with finishing and passing classes, but other challenges
loomed ahead. “College students, regardless of year in school, often deal with pressures related
to finding a job” (Ross, 1999). Upon graduating, it seemed that everything relied on getting a
job, including where he was going to live, what sort of housing he’d be able to afford or even
pay for, and the general direction that his life would take. The pressure of the situation can cause
of good deal of emotional stress on graduates.
In the case of some graduates I spoke to, some frustrations went even further. In some
cases, some of the soon to be graduates had begun questioning their degree outright and were no
longer happy that they chose to pursue certain studies. The very methods students use to select
majors is often one that is not particularly mindful. Often, “undergraduate students employ
strategies of indecision as opposed to strategies of cognitive decision-making in that they "back
into" a major rather than actively choose a major. A student may choose a particular major
because "I don't want to sit at a desk all day" or "I don't like math”" (Beggs, 2008). Upon talking
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to graduates, I found this occurrence to not necessarily be frequent, but common enough that this
regretful hindsight once again added to the emotional stress they were facing.
Creative Thinking
After speaking with graduates and soon-to-be graduates about the stressors they face, a
question still remained: Why does the challenge of finding meaningful work after college exist to
begin with? Even as college and university tuition rates have climbed, the number of students
attending school has increased. Heightened competition has caused students to feel the need to
strive to stand out more in the job market. Simply having a degree is no guaranteed way of
finding a job in one’s desired field. Even as the number of degree-seeking students has increased,
so has the number of jobs requiring a degree. “Today, 35 percent of jobs require a Bachelor’s
degree or higher” (Carnevale, 2015). Although despite such a high number of jobs requiring a
degree, the wages of those jobs are not particularly outstanding, especially to a soon-to-be
graduate burdened with thousands of dollars of student loan debt. “On average, these jobs pay
$33,000 annually at the entry level and $61,000 at prime age” (Carnevale, 2015). This lack of
substantial compensation is particularly true of certain college majors. Teaching, arts,
humanities, and liberal arts are all popular majors. The median income in 2013 for graduates
between the ages of 21 and 24 with a degree in those fields was $30,000 per year (Carnevale,
2015). “The most difficult employment issues concern liberal arts graduates, especially in the
humanities and social sciences” (Sagen, 2000). Part of the problem that some of these graduates
face when finding work is that their desired field is not offering attractive compensation, or in
some cases even hiring at all.
I spoke with another acquaintance who attended a prestigious school in New York and
majored in dance. She graduated in 2020 and has since been living at home and working at a
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grocery store. This trend is not particularly uncommon, especially for certain majors. According
to a study by the Center for College Affordability and Productivity, “About five million college
graduates are in jobs the BLS says require less than a high-school education” (Vedder, 2013).
From the perspective of employers, things have a different outlook. While a degree is
certainly a valuable credential that affords credibility, it is not all that companies look for in a
candidate. Students about to graduate college often have a higher opinion of their degree and
their skills than does the professional world. As stated in a report by the American Society for
Competitiveness, “Even those [students] with lingering doubts as to their true professional
calling tend to believe they “have what it takes” upon graduating to succeed in the global market.
Employers have a different perspective: The majority of college graduates are confident in the
level of their abilities, while in reality their skills fall short of employer expectations” (Stewart,
2016).
The disconnect between the perspective of the employer and the graduates is a doubleedged sword. Graduates are faced with job conditions in their desired field that are frequently not
financially attractive nor plentiful in job openings. Graduates then are facing the stress of
financial problems combined with what they perceive to be a degree-based skillset that isn’t
marketable to employers. In other words, from the perspective of many graduates, they have an
education in something that is not providing them with job options nor income potential
sufficient to suit their needs. Many graduates take the route of trying to finagle their way into a
job by emphasizing statistical attributes of themselves such as their GPA, organizations they
were a part of, and other little things that they think can make them stand out. However, in the
massive pool of graduates, these factors often don’t stand out to employers, nor do they matter as
much as other things. Ultimately, financial stress combined with what is often perceived as a
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useless education causes graduates to go into low-skilled jobs out of necessity and frustration.
From the employer perspective, there is a large market of college graduates who don’t
seem to have the skills the company is looking for. Hiring managers are presented with a sea of
graduates who have varying knowledge bases, but often don’t have anything that stands out
beyond their degree. Graduates looking for jobs are often heavily drawing attention to their hard
and technical skills, however, from the employer perspective, there is little shortage of technical
skills among the pool of candidates. Both the graduates and employers have frustrations about
not being able to find what they are looking for.
Innovative Solution
In order to bridge the gaps between the two perspectives, both parties need to understand
the problems that the other is facing. The struggles of the graduates can be summed up as
follows: financial strain, low-value degree (whether merely perceived that way or otherwise),
and inability to stand out in an ocean of other candidates. The struggle of the employers can be
described succinctly as an inability to find candidates who possess certain desired skills and
attributes. I believe both problems can be fixed through a more coordinated effort.
Many graduates have the perception that employers are working against them in some
fashion, and that the hiring managers are obstacles that need to be convinced or even fooled into
seeing the graduate a certain way. This accounts for why many graduates use tricks to try to
make themselves look as “shiny” as possible in the pool of potential candidates. Employers, on
the other hand, often list their job requirements as being more strenuous and higher caliber than
the position really calls for (and higher than what the company would be willing to accept) in an
attempt to try to attract candidates with higher level credentials, sort of the same concept as
listing a car for sale at a price much higher than it’s really worth (or willing to be accepted) in an
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attempt to draw a high bid. If employers and graduates would see the situation and desires of
each other, and work in coordination rather than in competition to each other, the dynamic
between the two could have a very productive effect.
Graduates should focus their efforts on advertising the less tangible inequalities that they
possess and that employers are looking for. Graduates should embrace this as part of a longerterm view of the situation. Just getting hired is not the only challenge. Continuing to move up
after beginning work is also a concern. Internal promotion often is based highly on an
employee’s soft skills. As stated by Corporate Finance Review, “Though employers continue to
evaluate an applicant's future success based on both hard and soft skills, research suggests that it
is often the soft skills that set an applicant apart from the competition” (Dixon, 2010). In the
course of getting hired though, admittedly it is more difficult for a graduate or job-seeking
candidate to advertise their soft skills. In fact, a lack of knowledge on how to properly
demonstrate soft skills seems to be one of the biggest problems graduates have when seeking
employment. Hard skills and credentials are much easier to list on a piece of paper. This would
account for much of the prevalence of candidates emphasizing “hard skills” on their resume.
Graduates would do well to allow their college degree to serve as credibility of their hard skills
and work ethic, however, emphasizing and demonstrating competence in these soft skills will
considerably help graduates promote themselves to an employer. This should not be primarily
done through conversation tricks and gimmicks during an interview, as much of the current
advice to graduates would suggest. Although communicating well in an interview is important
and helpful, graduates, or soon-to-be graduates, should organize projects and initiatives that not
only foster a productive result, but also put the graduate in a position where teamwork,
leadership, communication, perseverance, initiative, and ingenuity are required. These projects
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can encompass a wide variety of goals and pertain specifically to the graduate’s area of interest.
Organizing a group initiative working towards a tangible and measurable outcome will allow the
graduate to explicitly demonstrate soft skills that are highly valuable in the workplace. Graduates
and candidates should remember though, that projects are not meant solely to demonstrate soft
skills, but also to cultivate and improve them.
Employers often speak of their desire to hire employees with soft skills, however, often
do not emphasize that desire in their job openings. This contributes greatly to the actions and
frustrations of job candidates. Employers should search for candidates in a way that reflects what
they are really looking for. Employers should search for candidates that demonstrate relevant soft
skills that could contribute to the company. Expectations and standards surrounding hard skills,
such as technical knowledge in a field, should not be lowered, however, employees should focus
on hiring candidates that possess soft skills and offer on-the-job training to new hires as a means
of improving their relevant hard skills. Offering on-the-job training pertaining to technical skills
is a practice that some companies employ. A recent finance graduate I spoke to said that the
company he is being hired at is providing him the appropriate study materials as well as paying
for him to take a licensing exam called the Series 7, a certification that allows a financial
professional to deal with certain securities. Another graduate I spoke to, who graduated in 2020
and has been working at an investment bank since, said that there are a number of employees in
his department who deal with corporate financial transactions, but who have college degrees in
unrelated fields varying from English to engineering. They were hired by the firm due in no
small part to soft skills. They demonstrated qualities that the investment bank saw as useful for
dealing with work in the field of finance. Financial certifications were earned by some of them
with support from the employer, albeit after they had been hired. In those cases, soft skills were
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what allowed the employees to be seen as the best candidates, and the hard skills were taught on
the job.
Results
Throughout the course of my project, I spoke extensively with graduates I know
personally. Many of them are freshly graduated, having finished their degrees within the past few
months, while others I spoke to had graduated within the past several years. A few people I
spoke to were preparing to graduate within the next year. Measuring the efficacy of jobcandidate improvement techniques is a lengthy process, and not one that could be adequately
measured within the time frame of this research project. However, the stakeholders of this
situation can still benefit from having a bigger, broader view of the situation. The primary
stakeholders, recent graduates looking for employment and employers looking for a new
generation of professionals, should seek to understand the situation from the perspective of the
opposite party, and work to satisfy what the other is really looking for. Graduates should
understand the importance of their soft skills, which on a resume, often seem like an intangible
skill. Graduates should seek to demonstrate their soft skills in large scale and meaningful ways.
An article published in the Research in Higher Education journal stated, “Career preparation
experiences of a supplementary nature will continue to remain important” (Sagen, 2000).
I asked all of the graduates I spoke to who had successfully found employment to list off
the top three things that they had, excluding their degree itself, that they thought set them apart
from other candidates and that were most responsible for their employment. More than half of
them listed a project, internship, or supplemental credential of some sort that was done either
outside, or in some cases, in conjunction with school. One, for example, worked as an intern at
Idaho National Laboratory during his time at Boise State. He was assigned a project within the
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internship, where he was asked to independently update the coding language of a computer
system within the lab. This project required technical skills, but also collaboration skills and
communication skills. He had to communicate with different departments to successfully
complete the required tasks. This project was a big undertaking; however, according to him it
was one of his most important achievements and demonstrations of an array of skills that he
offered to employers. Projects such as these, that demonstrate soft skills (and in this case hard
skills as well), are important things that students should consider when trying to enhance their
attractiveness to employers.
Employers should work in cooperation with graduates. They should investigate more
closely the soft skills that a job candidate has to offer, and hire based more on those skills.
Teaching technical skills on the job is effective within an organization, and as stated by the
South Asian Journal of Banking and Science, “on-job training plays its vital part by developing
the required level of skills for the employees” (Timsal, 2016).
Conclusion
After completing some initial research on this problem, I decided that a research paper
would be the most effective way of delivering useful information to stakeholders. The time
frame and scope of the project did not allow for a more thorough examination of the efficacy of
the specific techniques being espoused in this paper as they apply to real job-seeking graduates
and employers. Throughout compiling this research paper, I learned a lot about what attributes
and credentials employers favor most in job candidates. I learned about both the qualitative and
quantitative evidence pertaining to credentials, experiences, and skills that help candidates find
initial employment after college. The soon-to-be graduates I spoke to benefitted by gaining a
better understanding of the situation as a whole and will no longer be confused by some of the
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frustrating obstacle some graduates face. Throughout this research, one of the most important
skills I gained was the ability sift through large collections of data and find the pieces that were
most relevant in helping to piece together a broader idea. Overall, this research helped me,
upcoming graduates, and can effectively shed light on the current disconnect that exists between
employers and college graduates.
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